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Errors contain useful information on the strategies that learners employ to acquire 
a language and to communicate in the language. As the study on errors increases, the 
paradigm of Error Analysis (EA) comes into being. It is the process of defining the 
error, its features, causes and possible solutions. The analysis of errors is beneficial 
for researchers to find the causes and solutions, for teachers to resolve learners’ 
learning difficulties, and for learners to be aware of the errors they are likely to make.  
There are a number of domestic research on learners’ errors in the process of SLA, 
most of which focus on college students’ writings. This thesis, however, studies errors 
in high school students’ writings. It is a corpus-based study consisting of two samples, 
each with 40 compositions from the 3rd year students in a key high school of 
Heilongjiang Province. Errors are classified at three levels, i.e. substance, text and 
discourse, each of which are further categorized into different types. The causes, 
including the interlingual, intralingual and communicative strategy based causes, are 
discussed. The two samples are compared and the results show that the improved 
language proficiency changes the distribution of errors, reduce the total numbers of 
errors and diminishes the influence of all three causes on these errors.  
There are also a few limitations. The noncontrollable nature makes it impossible 
to adjust the materials or activities to get the intended results. Some errors are 
corpus-specific, which are only applicable within the samples. It is hard to determine 
the dominant cause of a few types of errors with more than one cause. The 
suggestions for improvement would be to involve students in giving feedbacks that 
provide their reasons, to study the non-linguistic aspects such as MT thinking and 
metacognitive strategies in writing, to establish a corpus that includes past papers of 
the College Entrance Examination (the Exam) and to incorporate the native language 
corpora in designing the questions and marking guide for the Exam. 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
Error is defined as the “deviation of the norms of TL” (Ellis, 1994:51). Learners’ 
errors had been considered something undesirable and should be avoided. The fear of 
errors did not change until the end of 1960s, when Corder (1967) stated that errors 
could be significant, and EA then became a paradigm of applied linguistics. The 
analysis of errors is useful in that it reveals the conspicuous features of learner 
language, it tells teachers what errors learners are likely to make and it helps learners 
to improve their learning when they correct the errors they make (Ellis, 1997). 
Quite a few studies have been conducted on foreign language learners’ errors in 
writing, most of which take college students as the subjects (马广惠，2001；刘东虹，
2004；黄莹、陈建平，2006；王立非、张岩，2007；韩松，2008). However, there 
are relatively fewer studies on high school students’ writings. As one of the four basic 
skills that takes up to 25% of the overall scores in the College Entrance Examination, 
writing is of great importance in high school English teaching and learning. The third 
year of the high school study is crucial in that the systemic review on grammar and 
intensive training on language usages help to enhance learners’ language proficiency, 
which also lead to the changes in learners’ errors.  
1.1 Data and Methodology 
This thesis is a corpus-based study that focuses on errors in high school students’ 
writing. The subjects are 40 students in their 3rd year from a key high school of 
Heilongjiang Province. The corpus consists of two samples, each with 40 writings 
composed by the same subjects. The data in Sample 1 is from the 1st test at the 
beginning of their 3rd year study in September 2012, and the data of Sample 2 is from 
the last test at the end of their study period in June 2013. The data in both samples are 
compositions with given topics and a few pieces of information is provided after each 
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topic is to introduce a host family to an American student who joined the summer 
camp. The requirement is to complete a composition within 80-120 words and the 
marking scale ranges from 0-25.  
1.2 Purpose of the study 
The study is to provide a reference for the classification and causes of these errors, to 
explore the relations between changes in learners’ language proficiency and changes 
in their errors, and to seek solutions to reduce the errors and improve learners’ 
writings. Moreover, it is to address for the need of more studies on the errors of high 
school students’ writings. 
1.3 Organization of chapters 
The proceeding part is divided into four parts. Chapter 2 is Literature Review which is 
a brief overview of three areas of language research, i.e. Contrastive Analysis, Error 
Analysis and Interlanguage, each of which dominated for some time and constitute the 
current research paradigms and new directions in second language studies. Chapter 3 
is the categorization of errors at three levels, namely, substance, text and discourse, 
some of which are with subcategories. Examples will be taken from Sample 1 to 
analyze each type of error. Chapter 4 is the diagnosis of the errors which includes 
interlingual (mother-tongue interference), intralingual and communicative strategy 
based causes. Chapter 5 is the comparison of Sample 1 with Sample 2 to study the 
impact of increased language proficiency on the distribution and causes of these errors 
in Sample 2. Reasons for the change and implications from the change will also be 
discussed. Chapter 6 is to summarize the limitations of this research and provide 
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Chapter 2  Literature Review 
2.1 Definitions of errors 
We are now in a position to construct errors. There are definitions on errors from 
different perspectives. Corder (1967:167) associates errors with competence and 
upholds that errors reflect learners’ knowledge and are not self-correctable. Later, 
Corder (1971:152) shifts ground and states that errors result from performance failure 
and they are readily correctable. The basic criterion in Corder’s definition is 
self-correctability. However, Corder does not explain to what extent these errors are 
self-correctable. Edge (1989) makes it clear that errors are wrong forms that learners 
are unable to correct even if their wrongness were pointed out. Unlike Corder 
(1967,1971) and Edge(1989) that applies the test of self-correctability, Hammerly 
(1991:72) focuses more on the classroom or formal learning context and he (ibid.) 
claims that “faults” (the term used to replace errors) occur when learners make 
attempts to express their ideas freely but err on the structures that they have not been 
taught.  
In this thesis, learners’ errors are defined as unsuccessful bits when using 
language. No appeal is made to self-correctability and learners err on what they have 
already been taught. 
2.2 Paradigms on errors 
After the definition, we will now move to the methodologies that are used to study 
errors. There are three paradigms which involve three language codes, and we will 
start from the discussion of these language codes. 
First, it is the description of the target language (TL) to be learnt. It is the target 
that learners are striving to achieve and it can be extended to include the goals the 
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Second, it is the description of learners’ version of TL or as defined by Selinker 
(1972), their Interlanguage (IL). It is called “idiosyncratic dialect” by Corder (1971) 
that is of TL standard but is different from the TL. Another related label is the “whole 
performance data from individual learners” (Corder, 1975:207). It is further developed 
by Faerch (1978) as “performance analysis” that studies learners’ (with the same L1) 
TL-oriented repertoire.  
Third, it is the description of learners’ MT. It should be at least one more 
language involved in the learning process. For people who have known more 
languages, MT should be “the totality of the TL learners’ prior linguistic knowledge” 
with diversified degrees of understanding (James, 2001:4). 
Figure 2.1 Points of comparison for the paradigms (adapted from James, 2001:3) 
The comparison of three language codes, i.e. MT, TL and IL has yielded two 
paradigms (Figure 2.1), i.e. Contrastive Analysis (CA) that compares MT with TL and 
Error Analysis (EA) that compares IL with TL. The third widely used paradigm is the 
Interlanguage hypothesis produced by Selinker (1972). The following section is to 
discuss the three paradigms respectively. The three paradigms are not contradictory 
but complementary (Sridhar, 1976) with each other and they are viewed at three 
phases of the same goal, which is to deal with problems with learning difficulty and 
probes into the nature of second language learning process. 
Contrastive Analysis assumes that the difference between native and target 
languages are the causes of many mistakes made by learners. It has led to 
considerable amount of valuable language description materials and pedagogical 
grammars. Error analysis provides evidence of second language learning process by 
L1/MT                                                            SL/TL     
 
Interlanguage (IL) 
MT : TL comparisons (Contrastive Analysis) 
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